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Section 2

Section 2 Objectives

l1 To explain Hobbes’ and Locke’s views on government.

l2 To list important Enlightenment philosophers and concepts.

l3 To describe women’s contributions to the Enlightenment.

l4 To explain the impact of the Enlightenment on Western civilization.
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Notes:

1. Voltaire 2. Montesquieu 3. Jean-Jacques Rousseau

4. Cesare Bonesana Beccaria 5. Mary Wollstonecraft

Enlightenment Philosophers and Writers
Chapter 6, Section 2

GUIDED READING

A.Possible responses:

1. believed in tolerance, reason,

and freedom of thought, expression,

and religious belief; fought

against prejudice and superstition

2. advocated separation of powers

and checks and balances to keep

any individual or group from

gaining complete control of government

3. committed to individual freedom;

viewed government as an

agreement among free individuals

to create a society guided by

the “general will”; unlike other

Enlightenment thinkers,

believed that civilization corrupted

people’s natural goodness

and destroyed freedom and

equality

4. believed laws existed to preserve

social order; advocated a criminal

justice system based on fairness

and reason

5. believed that women, like men,

need education to become virtuous

and useful; argued for

women’s rights to become educated

and to participate in politics

B. Drawing Conclusions How did Enlightenment thinkers and writers set the stage for revolutionary movements?

B. Possible response: encouraged

people to judge for themselves

what was right or wrong in society

and to rely on human reason

to solve social problems

C. Possible response: In Hobbes’s

view, because people always

acted in their own self-interest,

they needed a social contract, or

government, to keep order; the

best government would be an

absolute monarchy that could

impose order and demand obedience.

Locke believed people

were reasonable beings with the

natural ability to govern themselves.

The purpose of government

was to protect their natural

rights of life, liberty, and property.

SECTION QUIZ The Enlightenment in Europe

Section 2

A. Terms and Names Write the letter of the name that matches the description.

Not all names will be used.

a. Voltaire e. Emilie du Châtelet

b. John Locke f. Mary Wollstonecraft

c. Montesquieu g. Jean Jacques Rousseau

d. Thomas Hobbes h. Cesare Bonesana Beccaria

______1. In A Vindication of the Rights of Women, this political thinker presented

an argument for the education of women. She also declared that

women should have the same political rights as men.

______2. This philosopher’s ideas greatly influenced criminal law reformers in

Europe and North America. In his book On Crimes and Punishments,

he argued against the use of torture and other common abuses of

justice.

______3. This aristocratic philosophe was devoted to the study of political liberty.

In his famous book On the Spirit of the Laws, he proposed that separation

of powers would keep any individual or group from gaining total

control of a government.

______4. This philosophe strongly disagreed with other philosophes on a number

of matters. For instance, although most philosophes believed that reason,

science, and art improve the lives of all people, he argued that civilization

corrupts people’s natural goodness.

______5. This philosophe’s masterful use of satire got him into frequent trouble

with the clergy, the aristocracy, and the government of France. Despite

serving two prison terms and being exiled, he never stopped fighting for

tolerance, reason, freedom of religion, and freedom of speech.

______6. This political thinker felt that people are reasonable beings. He supported

self-government and argued that the purpose of government is

to protect the natural rights of people. If government fails to protect

these natural rights, he said, citizens have the right to overthrow it.

______7. This political thinker believed that all humans are naturally selfish and

wicked. He argued, therefore, that strong governments are necessary to

control human behavior. To avoid chaos, he said, people enter into a

social contract. They give up their rights in exchange for law and order.

B. Critical Thinking Briefly answer the following question on the back of

this paper.

What were some of the most important effects of the Enlightenment?
Chapter 6, Section 2

SECTION QUIZ

The Enlightenment in Europe

A.1. f

2. h

3. c

4. g

5. a

6. b

7. d

B. Students could note that the

Enlightenment

a. inspired the American

Revolution.

b. inspired the French

Revolution.

c. inspired other revolutionary

movements.

d. popularized a belief in

progress.

e. helped to convince people

that human reason could solve

social problems and reform

society.

f. popularized a more worldly,

less spiritual outlook on life.

g. encouraged people to question

traditions and beliefs.

h. popularized individualism.

i. inspired people to use reason

to judge right and wrong.

j. encouraged a more sympathetic

attitude toward children.
HISTORYMAKERS Baron de Montesquieu

Writing the Science of Government

“It is necessary by the arrangement of things, power checks power.”—

Montesquieu, On the Spirit of Laws (1748)

Section 2

Charles-Louis de Secondat, the Baron de

Montesquieu, studied politics throughout his

life and wrote a huge and exhaustive study of government.

One of his key views was that authority

should be divided. This idea became popular in

England’s North American colonies.

In 1689, Montesquieu was born near Bordeaux,

France. His family had long served in the military

and had good social position. He married a wealthy

woman who had a good head for business—so good

that he often let her run the family estates. When

his uncle died, he became Baron de Montesquieu

at age 27 and began serving as a judge.

Montesquieu soon became famous as a writer.

The Persian Letters appeared in 1721 without identifying

him as the author. The book was supposedly

written by two Persian travelers who visited France

and wrote letters to describe what they saw. In this

way, Montesquieu was free to criticize and poke

fun at French society. The king, he wrote, was a

trickster who “makes people kill one another even

when they have no quarrel.” The pope he called a

“conjuror,” or magician. Later, Montesquieu was

revealed as the author.

Now well-known, Montesquieu moved to Paris

and joined in the luxurious court life there. As a

result, his fortune dwindled. The combination of

financial need and boredom led him to sell his

judgeship. He used the money to take a long tour

of Europe. He explored art and science and met

leading politicians and writers. He also stayed many

months in England studying its government.

Upon returning to France, Montesquieu spent

two years writing a book on the English constitution.

Then he decided to write a detailed study of

government. For years he worked diligently, using

as many as six people at a time taking notes. In

1748, after 17 years of reading, writing, and revising,

he published On the Spirit of Laws. It filled

more than 1,000 pages and broke new ground.

Montesquieu attempted to make a science of

government. His work reflected Enlightenment

ideas that people, using their minds, could understand

the world around them. However, he was not

a radical who urged rule by the people instead of by

kings. He was deeply conservative and hoped to

maintain the privileged position of the aristocracy.

He believed that the king’s power was dangerous

but thought that a strong aristocracy could check

that authority. He admired England because the

strength of its nobles limited the control of the king.

Montesquieu also saw human nature as the

same around the world. However, he thought that

laws and government depended on many factors,

including religion, geography, and climate. Good

government requires shaping laws to suit local conditions.

He thought it was easier for people to enjoy

liberty in a mountainous country like Switzerland or

an island like England. Islands protect people from

attack by other countries. Harsh conditions in the

mountains, he believed, lead people to have a spirit

of individualism that promotes liberty.

Montesquieu wanted to make sure that no part

of the government grew too strong. The best way to

preserve freedom, he said, was to divide authority.

The ability to make laws, to carry out laws, and to

judge laws should rest in different branches of

power.

This idea was adopted in the United States

when the Constitution was written. Thus, his ideas

took hold in a country with traits similar to those of

England and Switzerland. Separated from Europe

by a vast ocean, the United States was safe from

attack. In their rugged landscape, the American

people developed a strong sense of individualism.

Questions

1. Recognizing Facts and Details How did

Montesquieu’s circumstances allow him to spend

his life writing?

2. Drawing Conclusions Why did Montesquieu

think that it was a good idea to have different

powers checking each other?

3. Perceiving Relationships How did

Montesquieu differ from other writers of the

Enlightenment?
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Baron de Montesquieu

Possible responses:

1. Montesquieu was wealthy. His

estates, his wife’s fortunes, and

the sale of his judgeship allowed

him to travel widely and spend

his time reading and writing.

2. Montesquieu thought that without

limits, a single power could

become dangerous.

3. Montesquieu was more conservative

than other writers of the

Enlightenment. He did not

believe in government by the

people and was willing to protect

the privileges enjoyed by nobles.
PRIMARY SOURCE from The Social Contract

by Jean-Jacques Rousseau

In The Social Contract, published in 1762, the philosophe—a writer during the

18th centrury French Enlightenment—Jean-Jacques Rousseau outlined his ideas

about individual freedom and obedience to authority. As you read this excerpt,

think about Rousseau’s argument against the use of force as a means of governing

the people.

Section 2

Chapter I—Subject of the

First Book

Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains.

One thinks himself the master of others, and still

remains a greater slave than they. How did this

change come about? I do not know. What can make

it legitimate? That question I think I can answer.

If I took into account only force, and the effects

derived from it, I should say: “As long as a people is

compelled to obey, and obeys, it does well; as soon

as it can shake off the yoke, and shakes it off, it

does still better; for, regaining its liberty by the

same right as took it away, either it is justified in

resuming it or there was no justification for those

who took it away.” But the social order is a sacred

right which is the basis of all rights. Nevertheless,

this right does not come from nature, and must

therefore be founded on conventions. Before coming to

that, I have to prove what I have just asserted.

Chapter III—The Right of the

Strongest

The strongest is never strong enough to be

always the master, unless he transforms strength

into right, and obedience into duty. Hence the right

of the strongest, which, though to all seeming meant

ironically, is really laid down as a fundamental principle.

But are we never to have an explanation of

this phrase? Force is a physical power, and I fail to

see what moral effect it can have. To yield to force

is an act of necessity, not of will—at the most, an

act of prudence. In what sense can it be a duty?

Suppose for a moment that this so-called “right”

exists. I maintain that the sole result is a mass of

inexplicable nonsense. For, if force creates right,

the effect changes with the cause: every force that

is greater than the first succeeds to its right. As

soon as it is possible to disobey with impunity, disobedience

is legitimate; and, the strongest being

always in the right, the only thing that matters is to

act so as to become the strongest. But what kind of

right is that which perishes when force fails? If we

must obey perforce, there is no need to obey

because we ought; and if we are not forced to obey,

we are under no obligation to do so. Clearly, the

word “right” adds nothing to force: in this connection,

it means absolutely nothing.

Obey the powers that be. If this means yield to

force, it is a good precept, but superfluous: I can

answer for its never being violated. All power comes

from God, I admit; but so does all sickness: does that

mean that we are forbidden to call in the doctor? A

brigand [bandit] surprises me at the edge of a wood:

must I not merely surrender my purse on compulsion,

but, even if I could withhold it, am I in conscience

bound to give it up? For certainly the pistol

he holds is also a power.

Let us then admit that force does not create

right, and that we are obliged to obey only legitimate

powers. In that case, my original question recurs.

from Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and

Discourses and Other Essays, trans. by G.D.H. Cole (E.P.

Dutton & Company, Inc., 1950). Reprinted in Peter Gay,

ed., The Enlightenment: A Comprehensive Anthology (New

York: Simon and Schuster, 1973), 322–325.

Discussion Questions

Recognizing Facts and Details

1. Which did Rousseau believe was better—a government

freely formed by the people or one

imposed on a people by force?

2. Did Rousseau believe that it was the right of the

strongest to rule?

3. Making Inferences How would you compare

Locke’s ideas about government with Rousseau’s?

The Social Contract

Possible responses:

1. a government freely formed by

the people

2. No; he believed that being

strong and forceful did not necessarily

give the strongest the

right to rule unless the people

willed it.

3. Both Locke and Rousseau

believed that legitimate government

came from the consent of

the governed.
